Objectives: The aim of this study was to determine how often patients and undiagnosed people who complain of musculoskeletal system and rheumatic diseases look for knowledge contained on an Internet forum. Content analysis was used to identify the level of Internet users' activity in the rheumatology section, compared to other areas of medicine. Material and methods: Material included information posted on the Internet forum established at http://medyczka.pl/. The method employed was a quantitative and qualitative analysis of the content. The method was based on qualitative assessment of the first post in each thread presented on the rheumatologic subforum, by assigning keywords, subjectively determined by the researcher, to such a post. For each keyword a specific definition was established, determining a situation in which a given keyword was used. Results: The quantitative analysis qualified rheumatology in the last place in terms of Internet users' activity compared to other branches of medicine. The qualitative assessment of the rheumatologic forum indicated that the three most common keywords were joint pain (32), joints swelling (13), and schoolage (13). The three most common intentional keywords (arranged in order of their decreasing number) were diagnosis based on symptoms (29), interpretation of the laboratory test results (9), and how to deal with symptoms (8).
Introduction
Communication constitutes a key element of achieving success in any field of activity, especially in the field of therapeutic practice -that is, the area of health care, in which an oversight, misunderstanding or delay in the circulation of the information may lead to catastrophic effects for human health and life [1, 2] . The literature emphasizes the immense potential of telemedicine, which undoubtedly has the ability to strengthen communication in the field of health care [3] [4] [5] [6] . Still, such solutions raise doubts of an ethical, legal and practical nature [5] .
The authors of the present paper performed research aiming to identify whether patients' demand for telemedical solutions, such as Internet counseling, exists. The research employed the content analysis method [7, 8] to the Internet forum, to identify whether potential rheumatologic patients or their relatives search the forum for information related to the state of their health (diagnosis, therapeutic methods, etc.) or they rather employ the forum in the social context (emotional discharge, sharing day-to-day problems, etc.). Obviously, common sense suggests that the information concerning the state of health should be, in the first place, obtained from a health professional and not from an Internet forum, where it is impossible to verify who provides advice. Yet, as the research performed by Gemius and Polskie Badania Internetu [9] reveals, if patients want to learn more on the issues of health, diseases or ailment treatment, most commonly they obtain the information from the Internet. It has to be noted that obtaining reliable, professional advice in this way is not always possible. From the perspective of public health, it would be therefore beneficial to establish a professional replacement in the place of the Internet forum, providing information on health and illness. Instead of utilizing "information noise" prevailing at the Internet forums, resulting in difficulty in selecting reliable and valuable information, it would be better to enable patients to take advantage of telemedicine solutions, provided that a high level of interest from various groups of stakeholders, including patients, exists. Analyzing the activity on the Internet forum and its character, the authors investigated whether present or future rheumatologic patients express, directly or indirectly, a need for virtual access to professional medical information.
Aim of the study
The aim of this study was to determine how often patients and undiagnosed individuals complaining of musculoskeletal system ailments and rheumatic diseases look for the knowledge contained in the internet forum resources. The researchers attempted to determine whether the evidence of such a search for knowledge might indicate a need for professional advice from experts in the field of rheumatology rendered via the Internet. This study was designed to assess the extent to which telemedicine solutions in practice could prove useful in helping patients to proceed further on the diagnostic path. Content analysis was used to: 1) identify the level of Internet users' activity in the rheumatology section, compared to sections concerning other areas of medicine and 2) establish subjects presented in the rheumatology section of the forum.
Material and methods
The analyzed material included information posted on the Internet forum [10] established at http:// medyczka.pl/ as of September 20 th , 2014. The method employed was a quantitative and qualitative analysis of the content [7, 8] . The level of interest of Internet users concerning rheumatologic subjects, compared to the subjects concerning other areas of medicine, was evaluated using the number of discussion threads (t) and posts (p) in the sections of the respective sections of the Internet forum. In addition, the number of posts per single thread (p/t) was determined. Introduction of this parameter enabled it to be established whether the number of posts concerning each subject results from the high user activity within the formed threads or from the sheer number of threads that have never been developed (equivalent to a lack of discussion). The determination of the thematic scope of the presented content was achieved by way of a qualitative assessment of the first post in each thread presented on the rheumatologic subforum, by assigning keywords, subjectively determined by the researcher, to such a post. Researchers established for each keyword an interpretation of meaning which determined a situation in which a given keyword was used. Keywords were divided into two categories, based on the subject of the post (subjective keyword) and the probable intention of the post's author (intentional keyword).
The age of individuals publishing posts on the forum was determined whenever it was explicitly specified in the post or the description in the post indicated the age of the person. For a description indicating students, the term school age (up to 26 years of age) was assigned. The description old person (the age of 65 years or more) was assigned to persons identifying themselves as elderly or -grandfather/grandmother -old person. The description adulthood was assigned for individuals of age above 26 and below 65. If it was not possible to determine the person's age, no age description was attributed. The creation of the keywords consisted in explorative coding (a categorization formula was formed from the keywords, in the course of the assessment of the study material). The qualitative assessment was initially performed by one researcher, and then by another, who, based on the keywords established by the first researcher, assigned the keywords to the first post in each of the discussion threads. Such a method was used in order to assess the accuracy of the categorization formula. The degree of similarity of the second re-searcher's qualitative assessment to the one performed by the first researcher was 91%. As it was possible for some of the threads, accidentally or due to the lack of the user's knowledge, to be placed erroneously in the rheumatologic section, in spite of their subject having no connection to rheumatology -the additional qualitative evaluation consisted in classification of each thread as thematically related or not to rheumatology (e.g. type of the illness described in the thread pointed to a condition of "cardiologic nature"). If the qualitative assessment led to the classification of the post as other than "rheumatologic", no keywords were assigned to that post, as the research concentrated on the rheumatologic subjects exclusively. The qualitative analysis was performed using Microsoft Excel 2010. Exclusively descriptive statistics were used.
Results
The qualitative assessment of the rheumatologic forum enabled the creation of the categorization formula consisting of 55 keywords divided into two categories: intentional and subjective keywords ( Table I) .
The quantitative analysis qualified rheumatology in the last place in terms of Internet users' activity (measured as the number of posts) compared to other areas of medicine. Meanwhile Internet users' activity on the forum, measured as the number of posts on each thread, was comparable to that concerning laryngology, ophthalmology, urology, neurology, surgery, gastrology, psychiatry and dermatology. Five-fold higher activity (measured as the number of posts per thread), compared to the fields described above, was noted in fields such as oncology, cardiology, allergology, pediatrics, and gynecology. Below, the details of the activity of the Internet users (arranged in order of increasing number of posts) in the different areas of the researched forum are presented in Table II .
The quantitative analysis of the content was also applied to the new data emerging in the process of qualitative content analysis -to the keywords themselves. The qualitative analysis concerned the first posts in 70 threads, with keywords assigned to 55, which were assessed as related to rheumatology (Table III) .
The number of all keywords assigned to the posts starting a thread was 218. The mean number of keywords per thread was 3.963, that is almost 4 keywords per first post in a thread. Three most common keywords (arranged in order of their decreasing number) were: joint pain (32), joints swelling (13), and schoolage (13). Three most common intentional keywords (arranged in the order of their decreasing number) are: diagnosis based on symptoms (29), interpretation of laboratory tests (9) , and how to deal with symptoms (8) .
Discussion
The review of the present scientific literature (researched via PubMed) yielded no data on research concerning the subject of our work and methodology employed by us. The only work that we can relate to is our own article [11] , which -unlike our present work -did not concern a specific form of information exchange constituted by the Internet forum. The subject of referred paper concerned mass media, making it impossible to make a comparison between the results of the research described in both articles. Therefore the discussion in our present paper takes the form of critical elaboration or authors' commentary on the presented results. Internet users' activity (measured as the number of posts) on the rheumatology subforum (thematic section), compared to other subforums, presents decisively the lowest level and differs profoundly from the activity on the remaining subforums concerning other medical specialties.
Posts of the rheumatologic subforum constitute only 0.03% of the overall number of all posts on the studied forum, with subforums of other specialties constituting respectively from 4.17% to 4.98% of all posts, with the exception of the gynecology subforum, which accounts for 42.05% of all posts. Yet, the analysis of the number of posts separately from other statistical data produces a distorted picture of the real situation. Therefore, it is vital to pay attention to the number of posts on each of the threads. Analysis of this parameter is justified primarily because of the various epidemiology of different diseases. Some conditions are more common in the overall population, yielding diverse interest from patients. In such a situation, the number of posts per thread (p/t) can be very helpful, as it reveals whether a large overall number of posts is a result of the high activity within threads (which points to an intense exchange of views/observations/thoughts) or of a large number of new threads that were never expanded by consecutive users into a discussion. With a discussion being the essence of the forum, in its absence the existence of the forum loses its fundamental value.
Analysis of the number of posts per thread reveals that for rheumatologic, laryngological, ophthalmologic, urologic, neurologic, surgical, gastrological, psychiatric, and dermatologic subforums this parameter shows low values from 1.95 to 2.33. This means that for every started thread, on average two posts are produced, including the one that started the thread. This leads to the conclusion that the rheumatologic subforum, along with other above-listed subforums, presents a critically low level of discussion; each question posted produces, on average, one response. A high level of discussion is observed for the oncologic, endocrinological, cardiologic, allergologi- cal, pediatric and gynecological subforums -with an average number of posts per thread numbering from 11.24 to 13.89. Based on the qualitative analysis, aimed at assigning keywords to the first posts in threads, it was established that questions posted on the forum concerned mainly young individuals. The high activity of young people should not be considered a surprise in the light of the Patient in the Net report [9] , in which it was stated that the websites concerning health and medical issues are most popular among users 24-35 years old. The number of views of the rheumatologic subforum shows how disproportionate is the passive use (number of views) to the active use (placing posts) of the forum. Assuming that each view represents a different person, it reveals that more people search for information than are able to provide it.
Conclusions
Based on the qualitative analysis of the information stocks of the rheumatologic subforum, it was found that most of the questions posted concerned young individuals, who complained of joint pain and swelling, and asked for a possible diagnosis based on the presented symptomatology, interpretation of the laboratory test results and alleviation of disease symptoms.
The qualitative analysis of the forum content, including comparing the number of views of particular threads 
